health. For our purpose, I will define mental health as Karl Menninger does, "Mental Health is the adjustment of human beings to the world and to each other with a maximum of effectiveness and happiness...• The opposite state of mind, mental illness, can then be said to be the inability to adjust to others and to the world. Mental illness is said to be America's Number One health problem. Many patients with physical symptoms who visit a doctor have little or no organic basis for their problem. Half of all hospital beds are filled with the emotionally ill. It has been estimated that 10% of the U.S. population suffers from some form of mental illness. It is not surprising then, that some of these problems will surface in the work environment, where a person spends the major portion of his or her productive life. Conservative estimates of the exact number of mentally III employees on any given day would place the figure at 25% of the working population, suffering from some degree of emotional illness that makes them incapable of performing to their full capacltles," The mentally ill employee costs industry up to $20 million annually; almost half of this cost is borne by persons other than the emotionally ill. z While any form of mental illness may manifest itself in the work environment, the neuroses are the largest class of emotional disturbance found among employees. A neurosis is a reaction involving various maladaptive behaviors that lower the individual's effectiveness in dealing with the problems of living. A neurotic individual may exhibit such symptoms as anxiety (the basic core of all neuroses), phobia, hysteria, depression or hypochondria, but ordinarily THE OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH NURSE AS A MENTAL HEALTH COUNSELOR (continued) does not lose contact with reality or exhibit gross personality disorganization.
An employee's emotional problem becomes apparent when he is unable to conform to the socialvocational role expected of him on the job. Absenteeism, excessive turnover, alcoholism, industrial accidents, and lowered productivity are all symptoms of an employee's emotional maladjustment on the job, and account for the high price incurred by industry due to mental illness.
The causes of an individual's emotional problem are many and complex; sometimes the person recognizes the problem, but more often he is ignorant of the underlying reasons behind his behavior.
Negative childhood experiences, failure to learn and utilize coping mechanisms, family problems, such as marital discord and financial arguments are just a few of the possible incidents which can lead to maladaptive behavior. It is important to note here that not all people with anxieties and emotional disturbances are problem employees and not all problem employees are emotionally disordered.
A person may not manifest overt signs of emotional disturbance when he is hired, yet certain events could trigger a neurotic episode at work. Precipitating factors can include problems that arise at home or on the job. Obviously, we have no control over events occurring outside the work setting, although the emotionally disturbed employee will sti II present some symptomatology on the job. But lefs examine the work environment itself, for possible situations that could trigger latent neurotic tendencies in an individual.
First, we will establish that productive work is a major psychological need of most people, as is a sense of security and structure in our lives. When there is a change in some aspect of the work environment, familiar structures are gone and one's security is threatened. Examples of such change are: Placement in a new position, demotion or promotion, conflicts with a newly appointed supervisor or job duties that are vague and not clearly defined. Most of us, hopefully, have healthy coping mechanisms that assist us in our adjustment to a difficult situation. Unfortunately, an employee with latent emotional disturbances may have poor coping mechanisms which prevent him from dealing with a new situation effectively. He wi II attempt to compensate for his shortcomings but to no avail. Eventually he will begin to show symptoms of his mental illness on the job. Absenteeism, accidents, alcoholism, excessive turnover, lower productivity and labor strikes are all symptoms of an employee's emotional maladjustment on the [ob," When a member of top management suffers from mental illness, (which would hardly be unlikely, as statistics show that there is a relatively high frequency of emotional disorder among those of higher socioeconomic status) company policies and practices may be compromised. In addition, the 24 insecurity, anxiety, restlessness and irritation of the dissatisfied worker produces an emotional contagion which often cannot be resisted by a good number of susceptible employees and the state of tension begins to spread, thus causing a decline in overall employee morale. It is not so difficult to imagine then that mental illness costs industry $20 billion annually.
Emotional disturbance exacts a price from the troubled employee also, in that he suffers chronic job dissatisfaction with frequent job changes, he consistently fails to achieve goals and begins to exhibit "fight or flighf' symptoms, as in a problem drinker who resorts to the bottle in an attempt to escape job tensions. The general public, too, suffers in this situation. Decreased productivity heightens cost; and unemployed workers utilize tax dollars in unemployment compensation and needed social services such as food stamps. Now that we have established that emotional disturbance is a very real problem in industry, we must investigate attempted solutions. Although industry suffers substantial losses in dollars as well as in productivity, we wou Id Iike to thi nk that large corporations are concerned with the individual and how to assist him to overcome his difficulties; Therefore, there are three major areas we should consider: detection, treatment and prevention of emotional disturbances on the job. It seems unusual to list prevention last; however, this is where it has been placed for so long that unti I it comes to the forefront, those people who have already developed an emotional disturbance must be helped.
The more than 20,000 occupational health nurses presently employed by industrial and governmental establishments represent the single largest category of personnel in occupational health. I n industry, the occupational health nurse is usually the professional health person who deals most often with employee health problems. Therefore, it seems logical she or he should utilize her/his expertise to detect those employees with emotional problems. We stated earlier that a large percentage of people who seek medical attention have little physiologic basis for their symptoms. It follows then, that the nurse must always consider the possibility of underlying emotional problems.
Since approximately 40% of all occupational health nurses are the establishmenfs only nurse and 75% of all occupational health nurses work in medical departments which have part-time or consu Itant physicians, the nurse will most likely be the first and sometimes the only medical professional to encounter an employee with an emotional problem," An individual might visit the dispensary expressly seeking the nurse's advice with his problem, if from previous experience he knows that she will maintain confidentiality. The registered nurse is quite capable of assessing a patienfs emotional status. She or he has not only received psychiatric training in nursing school, but has had the opportunity through continued education to reinforce and sharpen his/her observation and evaluation techniques in dealing with the emotionally troubled. Directives for occupational health nurses written by AAIN, list health counseling as a major activity of the nurse in industry; "In close association with the employee, the nurse can listen sympathetically and recognize physical and emotional problems affecting the employee." 7 The nurse should attempt to help the employee reach a better understanding of his problem. I n an acute anxiety attack this would be difficult to do, but in other situations the neurotic employee who has not lost contact with reality can at least be made aware of some aspects of his problem.
A troubled employee may feel more comfortable with the nurse because she/he is impartial within the corporate structure. The nurse is not associated with his department in a business sense, so that the employee can go to her/him without feeling that his job will be threatened. If the emotionally ill employee does not seek out the nurse, she/he will most probably see him sooner or later. Perhaps an alert supervisor or a friend will relate to the nurse that the individual has displayed unusual or erratic behavior. Or the nurse might contact the employee to ascertain reasons for prolonged or excessive absenteeism, or may even be called to the scene of an accident involving the emotionally disturbed employee.
Once the troubled employee has been identified, the nurse and company physician should discuss the individual's problem and explore various treatment modalities. I nitially, a physical examination should be performed to rule out the possibility that physiologic factors are at the base of the emotional problem. If no physical cause can be found, a tentative diagnosis of mental illness can be made. The problem should be discussed with the employee. Ideally, the family can be interviewed to obtain information about certain aspects of the employee's behavior-onset, duration, manifestation of unusual actions, etc. The medical department team should explore various treatment modalities and select with the patient the most feasible therapy. I ndustry does not have an obligation to provide psychlatrlc treatment for employees in the company medical department, but management in cooperation with the medical department must see to it that referrals are made and proper treatment is obtained for the problem worker. The employee may be referred to a psychiatrist for long-term treatment, or be sent to one of the community mental health centers for out-patient services, if these are indicated. Management should work to obtain medical insurance coverage of psychiatric services under the company's plan. They should also maintain frequent communication with the company medical department to ascertain the employee's treatment progress, so that Occupational Health Nursing, December 1976 he can return to work as soon as possible. Prognosis will vary with each individual, but it is a very difficult, sometimes impossible, task to change an employee's behavior. We are all resistant to suggestions for change, and this is especially true of the mentally troubled employee. He may not recognize the need for change and he may refuse treatment While management cannot expect a total cure for all troubled employees, the company is quite capable of demanding that the individual seek treatment for any physical or psychologic condition that significantly affects his work performance. This can be done by refusing to allow the employee to return to work without a written statement from a physician stating that the individual is presently obtaining treatment and is capable of performing his job effectively. The widespread use of tranquilizers is facilitating better control of undesirable behavior, without interfering with the employee's performance or work attendance.
The greatest hope for the mentally ill lies in prevention. Researchers continue to investigate the causative factors of emotional disturbance, both genetic and environmental. Until such time as these discoveries are made, the best we can do is attempt to prevent serious progression of mental illness. Essential to this cause is public education, which will remove the stigma from emotional disturbance. Once mental illness is recognized for what it is, early detection and prompt treatment can prevent progressive emotional impairment Industry can also do something for prevention. Perhaps you can establish an employee education program, provide pamphlets, a film or guest speakers.
I mproved pre-employment screening techniques can identify the emotionally disturbed, and proper placement of the new applicant or other employee into a job for which he is well suited also will lessen the possibility of job dissatisfaction, resulting in a better emotional adjustment Does your company have an effective program for identifying and dealing with the emotionally disturbed employee? If not, how do you implement one? The answer is the utilization of the occupational health nurse in this capacity, for which she is well suited. Assess the problem in your establishment Arrange meetings with management and the medical department in order to establish policies and procedures for dealing with the emotionally disturbed employee. Utilize your capabilities as an occupational health nurse -evaluate your present tasks to insure that you have some time to engage in employee counseling. Plan a quiet private place in the medical department, so that an employee interview can be conducted comfortably and with a minimum of interruptions. Alert managers and supervisors to the nurse's expanded role, so that they wi II uti Iize you as a resource person involved in assessing a problem
